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READING
(see also https://youtu.be/QRNqoCQ_Q7s)
Mark 9:38-50

John said to Jesus, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your 
name, and we tried to stop them, because he was not following us.” But Jesus 
said, “Do not stop them; for no one who does a deed of power in my name 
will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is 
for us. 

For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you 
bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.



“If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who 
believe in me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung 
around your neck and you were thrown into the sea. 

If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter 
life maimed than to have two hands and to go to Gehenna, to the 
unquenchable fire.

 And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to 
enter life lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into Gehenna. And if 
your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the 
kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown 
into Gehenna, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never 
quenched.

“For everyone will be salted with fire. [and every sacrifice will be seasoned 
with salt ] 

Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you season it? Have salt in 
yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”

====================================================

Don’t let the cosy  talk of  “wee ones” fool you.

It’s  alarming  that people can read this passage as  calmly as some of us wear,  
a symbol of the utmost degradation and torture (crucifix).

And yet here it is, not lurking in the more obscure and easily ignored  
backwaters of the minor prophets, but in the mainstream of the three 
synoptic Gospels, from the foaming horse’s mouth of Jesus.  

Gangster execution, mutilation,  and possibly, lurking in the imagery of 
preserving-salt and refining fire, further alarming ordeals.  

For all. Some acceptance of inevitable tragedy, then,  and what human life lacks 
that entirely?  So this  is realism, not resignation.  And with that comes the 
insight that the  degree and scale of tragedy need not be taken as final. Even 
mortality can be befriended. And with God, death, loss and endings are not 
defeat.



Even quite recently, it’s not uncommon for pastors and preachers to approach 
me after a talk or visit and say something on the lines of “of course you’re 
right about the state of the planet, but we couldn’t possibly risk  putting it that 
clearly”  The difficulty is firstly that as a pastor for 26 years I’ve habitually  
softened the blows as much as I can. Secondly that it is this scarily  
ranting Jesus we’re following.  

Scholarship recognises that Jesus’ sharpest and most demanding teachings - 
the “strenuous commands” -  were most likely to be remembered with 
minimal alteration.  That goes together with the characterisation of Jesus as an 
‘apocalyptic preacher’.  

Which today  I’d like to welcome: for Jesus offers us guidance of real value in 
times which even respectable  newspapers are content to headline as 
‘apocalyptic’.  A scary saviour for scary times.

So Mark’s Gospel here offers a succession of screamingly urgent warnings to 
assess the dangers around us.  And, the danger that we pose to others. 
Wearing masks in the pandemic is for protection of others more than 
ourselves. But protecting others is absolutely in our own interest too.

.  

Which is why I believe that it’s elsewhere than in the Bible itself that we need 
to watch our step, lest we.... stumble.  Or cause others to do so.   The Bible is 
radically pedestrian. “We stand for what we stand on”, as a banner put it in 
the youth climate strike of 2019.

It’s cars, not feet, that make the potholes.

 In the few years I’ve been driving, it’s clear that the power and sense of 
entitlement which cars or planes tend to bestow are part of the distortion of 
our outlook by technology  - and not just with fossil fuels - which purports to 
serve us.  We’re oblivious of the stumbling we cause.

         Without the devil’s  misquoting of Psalm 91:12 we might better 
appreciate God’s messengers/angels as companions on the road, rather than 
airborne shock rescue teams.

You don’t need rocky mountain slopes to trip and come a cropper. An uneven 
pavement or crumpled mat can cause serious injury. 



Since Jesus did not,.... we  need not further trouble ourselves  or arrogantly  
pretend that we can fathom the mind of God as to why or  whether accidents 
happen at all  

Likewise, and on a vastly greater scale,  natural disasters, those occasions to 
which human beings at their best heroically rise.  

But smoothing the rough path. That’s what we’re here for.

We share, with life,  what is needful for life, and vigorously oppose what would 
assault life’s flourishing. We oppose what Jesus was content to see as demons, 
be they of human or other origin: injustice, poverty, disease. Victories are 
seldom absolute: neither  for Jesus, nor his disciples, nor the -apparently  
competent -  freelance healer who offended the proud hope of  the disciples 
that they might have a monopoly on healing.

Are we, however,  able to grasp how all this drowning chopping and burning 
might actually be  in the cause of life’s maximum fullness in climate crisis?  

  The clue Jesus gives is to make life a poetic parallel with the reign of God: 
the way God does things:  that  constant of  Christ’s teaching. The extreme 
value of that teaching right now today, is a serious embrace of costly change. 
Costly change both for a better life, and, in recognition of damage already 
done, to evade far worse. 

I hesitate to use the word “relevant” as Christians so glibly talk of ‘making the 
Gospel relevant’ as if we had to work inappropriately hard to force the 
square peg of Jesus into the round hole of  reality.  

The imagery of amputation to save life is both brutal and yet, to surgeons, 
familiar over thousands of years. Gangrene, or as I know via bereavement, 
cancer, calls for an urgency of intervention which involves a recognition of 
loss. Of damage already done.

A recognition of the remaining  value of life which has already departed from 
the status quo. 

Over millenia, like other creatures, we do shape landscapes, we shatter or 
cradle ecosystems. And though, perhaps in the industrial revolution, western 
society lost all sense  of indigenous wisdom with respect to the Earth. All 



those excuses that ‘they know not what they do’ have worn thinner than lycra 
plastic leggings.

Through the Old Testament, it’s clear that human injustice adds to the 
personal suffering and the imbalance of all creation.  Which we appreciate only 
when we step out of the human limousine and look fellow creatures in the 
eye. 

It’s good  - if rather overdue - that the clear connection of the arrogance of 
our cultures and the turbulence of an abused planet is now beyond serious 
doubt. It causes stumbling - and for the moment let’s stick with stumbling 
because it  can cause real harm, whereas the convenience of translating it as 
‘sin’ may miss the point. For your neighbours who attended Slimming classes 
envisage ‘sin’ as  a tasty cream cake rather than a cause of real harm to the 
Earth. 

And stumbling is what you blunder into unawares. Nature can stumble. 
Climate can stumble, yet Jesus’ strongest language, as we heard, is reserved for 
those  who give extra occasion for more. The stumbler suffers, but guilt and 
responsibility  lie heaviest on those who cause it.

Something in me does resist accepting guilt or responsibility for harm that my 
people, my culture, my religion has caused. And this is attractive to those 
younger folk who could say with Ezekiel’s  people ‘the parents ate the sour 
grapes, the children got the sour taste”. My generation and my parents’ 
perhaps, addicted to throwaway convenience and  tipsily oblivious of the filthy 
air we breathe, the freefall crash of wildlife populations and interlinked 
biodiversity, have mucked up not just us, but the planet. 

There is no reasonable remaining  obstacle, other than those we ourselves 
manufacture  or maintain, between faithful Christian living and wholehearted, 
fulfilling, rewarding engagement with  brother sun, sister moon, and every 
creature with whom, down to a cellular or molecular level, we share not just 
similarities, but our origin in God.  The sun shines and the rain falls on the just 
and the unjust alike. The human and non-human too.

There remains injustice in the level of protection  though.  Refuge against 
excessive heat, or unexpected cold, but also much more frequent extreme 
weather, and a rise in sea levels which, like that in global average temperature, 
sounds insignificant. 



As with COVID, it’s in the long-term interests even of the rich and 
superficially safe to mobilise resources and encourage attitudes which take 
urgent account of greatest need first.  

Without any twisting or massaging of the core messages of Christianity  
therefore make huge environmental sense: 

From those to whom much is given, much is expected.

Love your neighbour as yourself

Treat others the way you would like to be treated yourself

Let your light shine - which is one we sometimes have to work hard on with 
lovely conscientious Christian people who do such beautiful and helpful things 
for their community and environment, but worry about blowing their own 
trumpet.

The greatest commandment, of course, in the context of this day, is the 
greenest of all: 

‘“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.”

For what else is our movement but a costly expression of committed love and 
awe for God, our Sustainer, shown by Jesus in his reliance on the Breath of life 
and on the one he called Father, to be a community of creation and 
collaboration. Of whom our abundant and privileged species is seen to be an 
image and likeness, or at least to have that potential. How else, other than in 
partnership and care for fellow creatures, the sharers in the flesh which the 
Word became,  stakeholders in God’s Rainbow Covenant.. how else can we 
give substance to that all-embracing love enjoined by our very existence ?


